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Orr: T. Gilbert Pearson: Young Ornithologist in Florida

T. GILBERT PEARSON: YOUNG
ORNITHOLOGIST IN FLORIDA
by OLIVER H. O RR

I

N the introduction to T. Gilbert Pearson’s autobiography, Adventures in Bird Protection, Frank M. Chapman praised
Pearson as the “leading bird conserver of his generation,” the
person who, more than any other, must be credited with
having “secured legal rights for Citizen Bird.“1
Teacher, ornithologist, and wildlife conservationist, Thomas
Gilbert Pearson (1873-1943) in 1902 founded the Audubon
Society of North Carolina and in 1903 persuaded the legislature
to empower the society to enforce the state’s bird and game laws.
The society thus became the first state game commission in the
South and Pearson, as the society’s executive secretary, the
South’s first state game commissioner. In 1905, when the National
Association of Audubon Societies (now the National Audubon
Society) was organized, he was chosen secretary of that organization as well. He also became the association’s field agent for the
South Atlantic states. For several years he held the three
positions simultaneously. In 1910, he assumed the responsibility
of being, as the association’s secretary, its full-time executive
officer; from 1920 to 1934, he was its president and executive
officer. He also founded in 1922, the International Committee
for Bird Protection, for which he served as president until 1938.
Under his direction, over a period of almost twenty-five years,
the National Association of Audubon Societies developed into
the largest organization in the world interested in the protection
of wildlife.2
Pearson began his career as an ornithologist in Archer,
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1.

T. Gilbert Pearson, Adventures in Bird Protection; an Autobiography
(New York, 1927), xiv.
2. Ibid.; Who Was Who in America, 1943-1950, 417; National Cyclopaedia
of American Biography, D, 334, and XXXIII, 339; Dictionary of
American Biography, Supplement Three, 592-93; Bird-Lore, XLV (January-February 1943), 26-29, XLV (November-December 1943), 370-71.
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Florida, where he grew up. Born on November 10, 1873, at
Tuscola, Illinois, he was the fifth and last child of Thomas
Barnard Pearson and Mary Eliott Pearson, a Quaker farm
couple who moved to Dublin, Indiana, about 1874 and then to
Archer in January 1882. Thomas Pearson had been advised by a
physician to leave the cold winters of the midwest; he had been
encouraged to come to Archer by William B. Lipsey, another
Quaker farmer from Indiana. Lipsey had moved to Archer about
1878 and had become partner in a nursery, Lipsey and Christie.
In correspondence with Thomas Pearson, Lipsey told him that
in Archer the weather was pleasant, the land was cheap, and the
soil was rich.3
Thomas Pearson built a log house for his family and, in
partnership with his son Charles, who was already twenty-five
years old, opened a nursery near the Lipsey and Christie nursery.
Eight-year-old Gilbert was enrolled in the neighborhood school,
which was conducted in the buggy shed of Charles W. Bauknight,
proprietor of a general store.4
In the 1880s, by one contemporary estimate, less than 40,000
of Alachua County’s approximately 800,000 acres had been “improved.” There were farms, towns, roads, and railroads, but
most of the countryside was still relatively undisturbed.5 As
Gilbert Pearson put it in 1891, “In this section of the country . . .
the naturalist may wander to his heart’s content through the
forest and never see a human being or a cultivated field if he
chooses.“6
By the time Pearson was twelve, he had met two other boys
who were interested in birds and other wildlife. One was W.
Morgan Martin, who came to Archer about 1885, when he was
nineteen, and moved away the following year. The other was
3.

Pearson, Autobiography, 1-3; Earlham College, Catalogue, 1875-1876, 12;
United States, Tenth Census, 1880, Indiana, Wayne County, Manuscript
Census Schedules, v. 38, sheet 1, enumerating district 62, microfilm
reel 322, National Archives, Washington, D.C.; Carl (Charles H.) Webber,
The First Eden of the South . . . Alachua County, Florida (New York,
1883; reprint ed., Gainesville, 1981), 96-97.
4. Pearson, Autobiography, 4-5; Webber, Alachua County, 73, 127; U.S.
Census Office, Twelfth Census of the United States, Florida, Alachua
County, precinct 11, Manuscript Census Schedules, microfilm reel 165,
National Archives, Washington D.C. (microfilm available at Florida
State Archives, Tallahassee.)
5. Webber, Alachua County, 29.
6. T. Gilbert Pearson, “The Wood Duck,” Ornithologist and Oologist, XVI
(September 1891), 134-35.
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Altus Lacy Quaintance, who was fifteen in 1885, and who became
Pearson’s closest friend.7
Martin owned a gun and, in Pearson’s words, had “nothing
in particular to occupy his time, so he often wandered about
the country shooting at ducks, blue jays, bullfrogs, or any other
creature he happened to find.“8 Pearson followed Martin around,
watching him make bullets, load cartridge shells, and shoot at
birds and animals. He liked to examine closely the bodies of
whatever Martin killed.9
Martin also collected bird eggs. One day he let Pearson watch
as he made a hole in a killdeer’s egg with a small steel drill and
forced out the contents by blowing into the hole with a brass
blow pipe. Egg collecting attracted Pearson more than anything
else Martin did. When Martin and Quaintance, intent on collecting heron eggs, planned a hike to Bird Pond, about five miles
from Archer, Pearson wanted to go along. Martin, the leader,
maintained that Pearson was too small, he would be unable to
keep up on the hike, he would be in danger of being bitten by
snakes and alligators, he was not tall enough to wade through
the water and collect eggs. By promising to give to Martin almost
all the eggs he found, Pearson won permission to join the
hunt.10
They went on Tuesday, April 27, 1886. Pearson described the
expedition in his first publication, which appeared almost two
years later in The Oologist for January 1888. He was then
fourteen years old. Entitled “A Day With the Herons in
Florida,” it initiated a series of nine articles that he ultimately
published in that periodical. “Hundreds of herons,” Pearson
wrote, rested on “Button-wood bushes” growing in the shallow
waters of Bird Pond. “The beautiful White Egrets and Great
White Herons and their dark cousins the Louisana [sic], little
Blue, and Great Blue Herons all joining their notes in one
confused medley made pleasant music.” The boys waded from
bush to bush, collecting eggs in their hats, while the “terrified
Herons quacked and flapped.” After returning to Archer, the
boys studied the eggs and decided they could identify those of
7. Pearson, Autobiography, 9-22.
8 . Ibid., 9.
9. Ibid.; T. Gilbert Pearson, The Mourning Dove. The National Association
of Audubon Societies Educational Leaflet No. 2 (New York, n.d.), 5-8.
10. Pearson, Autobiography, 9-10.
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seven species. “We felt well repaid for the days [sic] tramp and
that night slept peacefully, to dream of Herons, Egrets, &c.” The
article was signed “Oologically, T. G. Pearson, Archer, Fla.“11
Morgan Martin left Archer in the summer of 1886. His departure appears to have ended Pearson’s relationship with him,
but he “‘left behind him two zealous bird-egg collectors.“12
For Quaintance, birds ultimately became secondary to insects.
He earned a bachelor’s degree at the Florida Agricultural
College in Lake City and a master’s degree at the Alabama Polytechnic Institute, where he worked for a year as an entomologist
before returning to the Florida Agricultural College for three
years. He then served successively with the Georgia Agricultural
Experiment Station, the Maryland Agricultural College and Experiment Station, and the Bureau of Entomology of the United
States Department of Agriculture, where he spent most of his
career conducting special studies and administering research
work. 13
Pearson, on the other hand, had found his profession. Morgan
Martin had demonstrated egg-collecting for him and awakened
his interest. The Oologist, a monthly magazine published in
Albion, New York, under the editorship of Frank H. Lattin,
enabled him to carry on that interest and begin his scientific
education. Lattin published items on oology, ornithology, and
taxidermy, largely for begining students. In addition to answering questions about birds and bird eggs, he devoted a column
to notices submitted by readers, sold pamphlets, books, eggs, and
oologists’equipment, and published queries, letters, and articles
about birds.
Lattin also published The Oologists’ Hand-Book, 1885, a catalog of eggs and supplies upon which Pearson relied to help
identify eggs that he collected. Quaintance had gotten a copy of
11.

12.
13.

T. Gilbert Pearson, “A Day With the Herons in Florida,” The Oologist,
V (January 1888), 8-9. In the first years of Pearson’s bird studies, when
he had no field manual to guide him and the names of birds had to be
gotten from local usage or wherever else he could find them, he at
times applied the name great white heron to the American egret and
the names white egret and American egret to the snowy egret. These
usages do not appear in his writings after he obtained a copy of Elliott
Coues’s Key to North American Birds in 1891.
Pearson, Autobiography, 10.
Washington Post, August 9, 1958: Who’s Who in America, 1940-1941,
2118; Florida Superintendent of Public Instruction, Biennial Report, 189394, 152-53.

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol62/iss2/4

4

Orr: T. Gilbert Pearson: Young Ornithologist in Florida
T. G ILBERT PEARSON

163

the catalog from Martin and had traded it to Pearson for eleven
alligator eggs.14
Oologists measured eggs with calipers, made holes in them
with drills, and expelled yokes with blow pipes. Embryos were
extracted with hooks and scissors; the insides of the shells were
washed with syringes. When the shells had dried, holes were
patched with tissue paper, which could be bought with gum
already applied. Cracks were mended with cement. There were
pens and pencils for labeling and forms for keeping records.
Lattin’s Hand-Book offered eggs of several hundred species of
birds, the equipment for building a collection from the field,
instructions for using the equipment, and books and pamphlets
for further study. Drills of varying quality cost from ten cents to
$1.50; blow pipes, fifteen to thirty-five cents; embryo hooks,
thirty to seventy-five cents; and embryo scissors, twenty-five cents
to $1.50. Data sheets were six cents per dozen (less for larger
quantities); syringes, $1.50; and climbing irons, $2.50. Lattin also
sold boxes and cabinets for storage of eggs.15
These were minimum costs for an oologist. If he traded eggs
by mail, as Pearson and many other oologists did, there were also
the costs of packaging and mailing. To support his interest in
birds, Pearson made money in various ways. He picked blackberries and sold them at three cents a quart. From Negro boys he
bought trapped quail for three cents apiece, dressed them, and
sold them for five cents. He worked successively in a store and in
a blacksmith’s shop.16
In 1886, he acquired a gun. He then needed still more money.
Occasionally his mother gave him chicken eggs to trade for ammunition. For a time, his father paid him to kill woodpeckers
and mockingbirds, which were viewed as destructive to the trees
and fruit in the orchard.17 Owning a gun enabled Pearson to
begin serious study of ornithology as well as oology. The accepted
way to study birds, even for a beginner, was to kill them, skin
them, and make a collection of skins. An ornithologist needed
several, sometimes many, skins of each species, so that he could
note characteristic shapes and markings, occasional variations and
14. Pearson, Autobiography, 12.
15. Frank H. Lattin, The Oologists’ Hand-Book, 1885 (Rochester, N.Y., c.
1884).
16. Pearson, Autobiography, 18.
17. Ibid., 15-16.
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aberrations, and differences between male and female, young and
adult. 18
Pearson was later proud of having “started right” as a
scientist.19 He learned early to prepare his specimens properly
and to keep records. He also developed skill in taking eggs in
such a manner as to minimize damage to the nest and to the
birds’ welfare. For example, he and Quaintance learned from
observation that taking all the eggs from a nest was better for the
birds than taking part of the set. If part were taken, the parents
usually incubated what was left and thus raised only part of a
brood. If all the eggs were taken, the female bird would usually
lay another setting. “One spring I robbed a pair of red-headed
woodpeckers four times, whereupon the birds built a fifth nest
in a tree so high I could not climb to it. In a few weeks a family
of young woodpeckers with grayish-brown heads emerged from
the cavity.“20
In his beginning efforts at collecting, Pearson climbed tall
trees by using other, shorter trees and fallen limbs. Later, he
used climbing irons with spikes, strapped on his legs and feet.
With them he went up a tree in the same way a lumberjack did,
or the way a telegraph lineman went up a pole. Reporting on one
day of collecting (Monday, May 6, 1889), Pearson related that he
successively climbed, using his spikes, a dead tree containing a
sparrow hawk’s nest in which he found four incubated eggs; another dead tree from which he took five sparrow hawk eggs, forty
feet up; an “old stub” of a tree containing a flicker’s nest from
which he took five eggs; and a hundred-foot pine in which crows
had built a nest.
The crow’s nest was so high in the pine tree that he hesitated
before climbing. “I had to look at the nest a long time before I
could make up my mind to climb it. But finally I could stand it
no longer.” So up he went. The nest was made of sticks, twigs,
and grass, and lined with cow hair. It held five eggs, which
Pearson took. His next problem was to climb down the tree
without breaking the eggs. “Putting three of the eggs in my
mouth and taking two in my hand I descended without mishap.”
18.
19.
20.

Elliott Coues, Key to North American Birds, 4th ed. (Boston, 1890), 12-13.
Pearson, Autobiography, 17.
Ibid., 18.
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On the same venture, he took eggs from a mockingbird’s nest
in a small bush; flushed a nighthawk from a nest on the ground
and picked up two eggs that he “blowed” and found to be
slightly incubated; bailed out a leaky boat and rowed to bushes
where he gathered five sets of grackle eggs; and found a ground
dove’s nest containing two eggs and another containing two
young birds.21
In this period of his life, Pearson was devoted to bird study
but not yet learned enough to be aware of how rapidly some
bird species were being destroyed. He killed birds readily in
order to study them; he also hunted for pleasure and for food.
At one point, he even decided to make money by killing egrets in
order to take their plumes, which he would then sell to the
millinery trade. But he was very young then and still so ignorant
about birds that he could not distinguish the plumeless little
blue heron in the white phase from the snowy egret that bore
the marketable feathers. After one heron skin was rejected by a
firm in New York, he abandoned the idea of being a plumehunter.22
As he became increasingly interested in the study of birds, he
pursued it avidly, even willfully at times. Once while plowing
for his father, he heard a sparrow hawk call. He tied the horse
to a fence and went to look for the hawk’s nest. He was gone so
long that when he returned his father had taken up the plowing.
“I hid in a pine thicket and did not approach the house until
darkness and hunger drove me to face my father’s displeasure.“23
One school day he and Quaintance left the grounds at noon
recess to examine a red-headed woodpecker’s nest. When they
returned, recess had ended, and the teacher whipped them.
Smarting, they left school in the afternoon, went to their respective homes for food, took a quilt from Pearson’s home, disregarded admonitions from their mothers, and walked to Levy
Lake, about eleven miles away. They camped out for three days,
watching birds and hunting for eggs.24
Although the local school had improved since Pearson’s initial
enrollment (it had moved from the buggy shed into a large one21.

T. Gilbert Pearson, “Collecting Experience,” The Oologist, VII (February
1890), 25-26.
22. Pearson, Autobiography, 15-16.
23. Ibid., 12.
24. Ibid., 12-15.
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room schoolhouse with a bell on the roof), he found little inspiration there. 25 The school term was short (four and one-half
months was the average length of a school term in Alachua
County in 1883-1884), teacher pay was low (the county’s average monthly salary in 1883-1884 was $23.10), and rarely did one
teacher remain for an entire term.26 A list of teachers holding
first-class certificates in Florida in 1888 shows only six in Alachua
County and none in Archer.27 “Every year,” Pearson wrote, “we
started in with our studies about where we had begun the year
before and went over the same subjects, using the same textbooks.“28
One teacher, who stayed only two weeks, impressed Pearson
by his learning and grace of manner. When Pearson told his
father he wanted to be learned and gracious, his father suggested
he read good books. The books at home, where evening readings
aloud were common, were largely on religion. Thomas Pearson
suggested to Gilbert that John T. Fleming, who ran a general
store in Archer and was considered civic-minded and generous,
might have biographies of great men he would lend.29 Pearson
approached Fleming in his store, where several men were idling,
put his question awkwardly, and was teased rather than helped.30
Pearson wrote numerous letters offering to trade bird eggs
for used books. A rich man whose name he had seen in a newspaper did not reply. The Century Company did reply, saying
it had no used books to exchange for eggs.31
Pearson’s parents indulged their younger son’s desire to
study birds rather than work on the farm and nursery. Perhaps
indulgence was natural in his case. He was so much younger than
the rest of the family— almost eighteen years younger than his
brother, twelve years younger than the youngest of the three
sisters— that he was possibly treated as the child of all of
them. 32
25. Ibid., 19.
26. Florida Superintendent of Public Instruction, Biennial Report, 1883-84,
5; Pearson, Autobiography, 19.
27. Florida Superintendent of Public Instruction, Annual Report, 1888, 33-35.
28. Pearson, Autobiography, 19.
29, Webber, Alachua County, 77; F. W. Buchholz, History of Alachua
County, Florida, Narrative and Biographical (St. Augustine, 1929),
406-07.
30. Pearson, Autobiography, 16-21.
31. Ibid., 22.
32. United States, Tenth Census, 1880, Indiana, Wayne County, Manuscript

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol62/iss2/4

8

Orr: T. Gilbert Pearson: Young Ornithologist in Florida
T. G ILBERT PEARSON

167

For long-distance expeditions, he was allowed to take a
horse or a horse and wagon. On March 12, 1888, he went out to
find a black vulture’s nest he had been told about. “A ten mile
ride and a hard hunt revealed two young about four days
old. . . . The nest was on the bare ground by a log in a swampy
wood.” In addition to the black vulture’s nest, he found in the
months of February, March, and April of that same year nests
of fourteen other species: loggerhead shrike, “great white heron,”
turkey vulture, Florida screech owl, brown-headed nuthatch,
sparrow hawk, “American egret,” boat-tailed grackle, bluebird,
mockingbird, flicker, black-crowned night heron, green heron,
and purple martin. He reported these as being “some” of the
species he had found breeding in the county at the time.33
Often he went to Ledworth Lake, about fifteen miles south
of Gainesville, to watch the flocks of white ibises and wood
ibises that gathered there to feed after having nested in the
cypress swamps. One July a flock of wood ibises, “at least a
thousand individuals,” suddenly “took wing from a little island
perhaps half way across the lake and the sound of their wings
borne across the water was like the rumbling of thunder or the
distant roar of cannon.” Now and then among the ibises he saw
a roseate spoonbill. “By watching a flock in this way . . . I was
enabled to obtain my first specimen of this rare and beautiful
bird.“34
For a while he took special interest in the pied-billed grebe,
provoked in part by his failure to find the bird sitting on its
nest. In the spring of 1890 he examined sixteen grebe nests; no
bird was ever there. He noted that eggs were covered, partially or
wholly, with decaying vegetation. Until a full set of five or six eggs
had been laid, the covering was partial; after that, the eggs were
fully covered and, when he uncovered them, always seemed to be
warm. “And although further observations may lead me to
change my views,” Pearson reported, “for the present I must
Census Schedules, v. 38, sheet 1, enumerating district 62, microfilm reel
322, National Archives.
33. T. Gilbert Pearson, “Notes From Alachua Co., Florida,” The Oologist,
V (October-November 1888), 150. In this, Pearson’s second published
article, he applied the name great white heron to the American
egret and the name American egret to the snowy egret.
34. T. Gilbert Pearson, “The Ibises of Ledworth Lake,” The Oologist, IX
(April 1892), 99-100.
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believe that the Grebe does not sit on her eggs in the daytime
for the purpose of incubating; but that the incubation is carried
on largely by heat generated from the decaying vegetation of
which the nest is composed.“35
Early in the spring of 1890, Pearson and Quaintance drove a
horse and wagon to a lake twenty miles away in the hope of
finding nests of the anhinga, or diver. Pearson had taken anhinga
eggs in 1886, but in the succeeding years he had been unable to
find another nest containing eggs. The boys camped on high
ground, rose before dawn, packed lunch and guns in the bow of a
boat, and pushed off for the south shore, where anhingas were
believed to be nesting. “High overhead wild geese could be seen
in straggling flocks commencing their long journey northward.
The frogs and alligators which had been booming all night had
now hushed, and scarce a sound broke the almost breathless
silence, except the frantic plunge of some little fish in his race
for life as he flung himself from the water to avoid the jaws
of some large cannibal of his own tribe, and ever and anon the
muffled sound of heavy flapping was borne across the water
from a Buzzard roost half a mile to the south.”
In cypress trees along the south shore, they did find anhinga
nests— a year old and not being used. They rowed on. Then
they saw a lone anhinga sitting on a cypress limb. They killed
it for one of them to take home. The sound of the gunfire raised
a “cloud of birds,” among which were more anhingas. Soon
Pearson “was twenty feet from the ground gazing down into a
nest beautifully lined with moss at four handsome eggs which
lay in the bottom. There were perhaps a dozen Divers’nests in
the colony, most of which contained eggs, usually three or four
in number. Some nests were not yet complete, and on one nest,
viewing us with open-mouthed wonder, stood two young perhaps
ten days old.”
After an hour of climbing up and down cypress trees, Pearson
and Quaintance had collected twenty-one anhinga eggs. From
nests to one side of the anhinga rookery, they had also collected
twelve eggs of the “great white heron.” The rest of the day was
spent exploring islands where the buzzards had roosted the
night before. Late in the evening, the boys broke camp and
35. T. Gilbert Pearson, “Nesting of the Pied-billed Grebe,” Ornithologist
and Oologist, XV (October 1890), 152-53.
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began the twenty-mile drive through the night back to Archer.36
When Pearson was in the field for several days he often
depended on game to supplement his food supply. One July he
and Quaintance camped at Levy Lake while looking for alligator
nests. It was hot, rain fell every few minutes, mosquitoes were
thick. After two days of eating the potatoes and salt pork they
had brought with them, the boys were hungry for something else.
Because of the rain, game animals stayed in sheltered places.
Pearson finally shot a female wood duck and they ate it: “we
stripped it of its feathers, washed it in the water from a horsetrack, and sticking a stick through it, without salt, and only
ashes and cinders to baste it with, we held it before a little
smoky fire until well charred on the outside and then tearing
it limb from limb while the inside was yet raw . . . we devoured it, cracked and sucked the bones.“37
Wood ducks were common around Archer. They could be
seen on “almost every little pond or lake,” Pearson noted. “As you
emerge from the wood and your thirsty horse comes down the
slope to drink, see them pause a moment and spring up in the
air, making the little dale resound with the whistling sound
produced by their wings as they dash off through the forest to
some other lake, or, as they will often do, circle round and
round until you have passed on and then settle down again to
their old feeding ground.”
Their nests, he learned, were usually away from water (one
was a mile and a half from the nearest lake). They might also
be high in the hollow of a dead tree (he climbed forty feet
to reach one) or low to the ground (one was in a cultivated
field). When he climbed thirty feet to reach a wood duck’s nest
in a hole made by a flicker, the sitting female refused to leave.
He enlarged the hole, lifted her out, and took her thirteen
eggs. 38
On January 16, 1891, Pearson acquired a copy of Elliott
Coues’s Key to North American Birds. He traded eggs for it,
perhaps with Frank H. Lattin, who in The Oologist for December 1890, had advertised the fourth edition as being for sale
36. T. Gilbert Pearson, “The American Anhinga,” Ornithologist and
Oologist, XVI (April 1891), 49-50. This is the last article in which
Pearson applied the name great white heron to the American egret.
37. Pearson, “The Wood Duck,” 134-35.
38. Ibid.
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for $7.50. First published in 1872, Coues’s Key was the basic
textbook in ornithology, for beginners and advanced students
alike, over a period of several decades. The fourth edition of
this great work contained more than 900 pages of information
about birds, bird study, collecting and preserving bird eggs and
bird skins, and mounting birds. Pearson could now proceed with
his studies at a heightened level of accuracy and understanding.
He also obtained, in collaboration with Quaintance, a pamphlet
on taxidermy. Guided by the information in it and in Coues’s
Key, he began to mount birds and occasional animals.39
From time to time, Pearson was allowed to drive a horse and
wagon to Gainesville, the county seat of Alachua. Several young
men there were interested in natural history.40 One was J. P.
Hovey Bell, whose father, James Bell, appears to have collected
specimens for the Smithsonian Institution while simultaneously
working for the United States General Land Office and operating a stationery store in Gainesville. Hovey Bell was an employee of the railway postal service who ultimately became
assistant postmaster of the post office in Gainesville. Like Pearson,
Hovey Bell collected natural history specimens.41
On a visit to Gainesville in March 1891, Pearson, in a
restaurant, talked to a man he did not know but who was later
identified for him by Hovey Bell as Frank Michler Chapman.
Chapman was associate curator of ornithology and mammalogy at
the American Museum of Natural History in New York. In 1895,
he published his Handbook of Birds of Eastern North America,
which ultimately succeeded Coues’s Key as the basic text for
field study of birds in the East. At the American Museum, where
in 1908 he became curator of ornithology, he created exhibits
of birds placed naturally in simulations of their native habitats
rather than merely stationed in otherwise empty glass cases. By
the end of his career, he had written numerous books, been a
leader in several organizations, and won awards and honors.42
In 1905, when the National Association of Audubon Societies
was established and Pearson was named secretary and a director,
39. Pearson, Autobiography, 22; The Oologist, VII (December 1890), 257.
40. Elizabeth S. Austin, ed., Frank Chapman in Florida: His Journals &
Letters (Gainesville, 1967), 79-85.
41. Webber, Alachua County, 5; Buchholz, History of Alachua County,
284-85.
42. Pearson, Autobiography, 10-11; Austin, Frank Chapman in Florida, 46,
79-80, 123-30; Frank M. Chapman, Autobiography of a Bird-Lover (New
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Chapman was also named a director. Bird-Lore (now Audubon),
which Chapman had founded in 1899 as the organ of the state
Audubon societies, was adopted as the new organization’s official
publication. Pearson and Chapman worked together through
many years.
Beginning in 1886, Chapman’s mother spent each winter in
Gainesville, escaping from the cold weather of New Jersey. By
1887, Chapman had a small workshop there and made photographs of birds, among the first in the United States. In 1888,
he published in The Auk “A List of Birds Observed at Gainesville, Florida.“43 That was the same year in which he began work
at the American Museum of Natural History. He managed, nonetheless, to be in Gainesville from time to time when his mother
was there.
When Pearson talked with Chapman in March 1891, he saw
him as being “carefully attired,” with “the confident bearing of
an experienced man of the world” and a “nice way of eating.“44
On April 8, following the conversation, Pearson wrote a bold,
inquisitive letter to Chapman. “Although I had often seen you I
never really knew you to be F. M. Chapman,” Pearson began.
Not knowing about Chapman’s list of local birds, Pearson announced that he wanted to compile and publish a list of the birds
of Alachua County. “I now have on my list nearly one hundred
varieties that I have either seen or actually taken. And I thought
that perhaps you would just as soon help me in my list as not,
as you have traveled around over the County a good deal.” Then
he asked seven questions, one right after another, about the
limpkin, caracara, swallow-tailed kite, everglade kite, painted
bunting, woodcock, passenger pigeon, and ani. “I would be very
glad if you could make it convenient to come down and see
me,” Pearson added. “I would be very glad to have the pleasure
of entertaining you.“45
Chapman answered Pearson’s letter promptly, thus affirming
his willingness to begin a relationship with this brash, awkward
York, 1933); Dictionary of American Biography, Supplement Three,
161-62.
43. The Auk, V (July 1888), 267-77.
44. Pearson, Autobiography, 10.
45. Pearson to Chapman, April 8, 1891, T. Gilbert Pearson folder, Historical Correspondence, Department of Ornithology, American Museum of
Natural History, New York, N. Y., hereinafter cited as Pearson folder,
AMNH.
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young man who on his own had learned a great deal about
birds.46 He probably never accepted Pearson’s invitation to visit
him in Archer. It is even possible that the two of them were
never in Alachua County at the same time again. Chapman’s
visits to Gainesville were ordinarily confined to winter and early
spring, when his mother was there. After the winter of 1890-1891,
Pearson never spent another winter in Archer. The two men met
formally in 1893, when Pearson called upon Chapman at the
American Museum of Natural History.47
Chapman was possibly in Gainesville in May 1891, but in
that month Pearson went on a collecting expedition to Cedar
Key, on the Gulf coast, and took a trip up the Suwanee River
by steamer, the Belle of the Suwannee.48 He wrote to Chapman
that he had a “splendid view” of a Mississippi kite, the first one
he had ever seen, and on May 19 was “so fortunate as to find a
nest containing a set of three eggs of the Fla. Sea-side Finch.“49
Chapman himself had gone down the Suwanee the year before. In company with ornithologist William Brewster of Cambridge, Massachusetts, and Charles Slover Allen, physician and
ornithologist of New York City, he had taken a flatboat with a
cabin from Branford to the river’s mouth.50 Brewster, like Chapman, became one of the original directors of the National Association of Audubon Societies.
Shortly after the trip to Cedar Key, Pearson was bitten by an
alligator. He wrote to Chapman, “I had my left wrist badly torn
not long ago by a four foot alligator I was capturing, having to
lay down on him in the water to hold him. I now have him
mounted and placed in my museum, and as I enter the room his
glass eyes glare at me as though he would like to fasten on me
again.“51
By now he had apparently decided to try to make his living
as a naturalist. He obtained letterhead stationery saying “T. G.
Pearson. Field Ornithologist and Oologist. Birds Mounted in first
class order. Nests & Eggs Collected and Exchanged.” He used this
46. Notation by Chapman on Pearson’s letter of April 8, 1891, ibid.
47. Pearson, Autobiography, 37; The Guilford Collegian, V (September
1893), 18; Austin, Frank Chapman in Florida, 80.
48. Ibid., 130; Pearson, “The Wood Duck,” 134-35.
49. Pearson to Chapman, July 17, 1891, Pearson folder, AMNH.
50. Arthur H. Howell, Florida Bird Life (New York, 1932), 19; Austin,
Frank Chapman in Florida, 88-121.
51. Pearson to Chapman, July 17, 1891, Pearson folder, AMNH.
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stationery for at least four years, 1891-1894.
Although his letterhead limited his specialties to ornithology
and oology, he thought of himself as building a “museum,” going
well beyond birds in its coverage. In addition to telling Chapman
about the alligator, he asked questions about the muskrat and
the manatee and mentioned that he had “gotten in several
minerals, arrow-points, and chards.” His collection was growing
rapidly. In a two-week period, he collected and mounted ten
birds: one Louisiana heron, one little blue heron, one yellowcrowned night heron, one coot, one anhinga, two sparrow hawks,
and three green herons.52
At Pearson’s request, Chapman proposed to the American
Ornithologists’ Union that he be admitted as an associate
member. The fee was $3.00, which he was unable to send to
Chapman at the time he asked him to offer his name. Nonetheless,
he paid it early enough to be enrolled in 1891.53
The idea of making some kind of living as a naturalistmerchant was a plausible one. Advertisements from taxidermists,
naturalists, and natural history stores appeared regularly in the
ornithological publications Pearson read. His intent was to offer
as many services as possible. It seems evident, however, that he
learned rather quickly to expect small and uncertain profits from
his enterprise.
At any rate, he was soon trying to find a way to strengthen his
formal education. His ignorance about most subjects other than
birds and his lack of social poise concerned him. Chapman had
impressed him with his easy, cultivated manner.54 The one school
teacher who had exhibited notable grace and learning had
affected him strongly. When the man left, Pearson, with tears in
his eyes, gave him several sets of his choicest bird eggs. He resolved to “learn to speak, walk, and act like that perfect gentleman.“55
Quaintance had been attending the Florida Agricultural
College in Lake City since 1889. His departure that fall was
later viewed by Pearson as the “first real bereavement” of his
life. “I now suffered from the lack of companionship. There was
52. Ibid., July 17 and August 8, 1891.
53. The Auk, IX (January 1892), xx; Pearson to Chapman, August 8, 1891,
Pearson folder, AMNH.
54. Pearson, Autobiography, 10.
55. Ibid., 20.
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no one with whom I could talk about birds.“56 Although
Quaintance ultimately turned to entomology as his professional
interest, he continued for a time to study birds. As a college
student, he collected bird specimens for the institution’s museum.
Pearson and he still managed to go on hunts together. At one
time they considered jointly opening a natural history store in
Gainesville, but Quaintance apparently lost interest in this
project while he was in college.57
Since Thomas Pearson could not afford to pay for his son’s
board and tuition, Gilbert had to find a way to earn the privilege
of getting an advanced education. In the summer of 1891, he
wrote letters to schools and colleges offering his museum for a
term’s enrollment. Quaker schools seemed especially attractive to
him. He wrote to Earlham College, in Richmond, Indiana,
which his mother and his brother had attended.58 He also wrote
to Guilford College, near Greensboro, North Carolina.
For a long time, “no encouraging replies came.” Then one
evening he received a letter from Lewis Lyndon Hobbs, president
of Guilford College. Hobbs wanted to build up the small natural
history “cabinet” begun at the college by a faculty member who
had resigned. He offered Pearson tuition, board, and room in
the preparatory department for two years in exchange for his
collection and his services as curator of the cabinet. That evening,
Pearson lay in a hammock on the veranda of the Pearson home in
Archer and rocked as he planned his future at college.59
In August 1891, he reached Guilford.60 With him, or in boxes
shipped separately, was his museum, such a large addition to the
college cabinet that new cases had to be built. One case was
constructed for the bird eggs. Representing more than 200 species
of birds, the 1,000 eggs in the collection included not only the
specimens he had taken from nests in Florida but also those he
56. Ibid., 19.
57. Ibid., 17; Altus L. Quaintance, “The Pileated Woodpecker in Florida,”
The Oologist, VII (May 1890), 86-87.
58. Pearson, Autobiography, 22; Earlham College does not have complete
registration records for the years prior to 1900. The college catalogs
for 1875-1876 and 1876-1877 list Pearson’s brother, Charles E. Pearson,
as a student in the preparatory department.
59. Pearson. Autobiography, 22-24: The Guilford Collegian, VI (December
1893), 116; Dorothy Lloyd Gilbert, “T. Gilbert Pearson and Guilford
College,” Guilford College Bulletin, XXXVII (January 1944), 1-8.
60. Pearson, Autobiography, 24; Gilbert, “T. Gilbert Pearson and Guilford
College,” 2-3.
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had received by exchange .61 At Guilford, the egg collection was
initially appraised as “probably the largest collection in the
state.“62 Two years later, when more was known about it and
Pearson had added to it, it was characterized as the “largest
collection of bird-eggs in the South.“63
During his first year at Guilford, Pearson published two
articles about birds in Florida: “The Ibises of Ledworth Lake”
and “The Herons of Alachua County, Florida.“64 In the twopart article on herons, he discussed eight species (great blue
heron, American egret, snowy heron, Louisiana heron, little blue
heron, green heron, yellow-crowned night heron, and blackcrowned night heron) observed by him in Alachua County during
the five-year period, 1887-1891. “By straining the point a little,”
he said, “I might to these make the addition of another variety,
the Ardea wardi, making a total of nine varieties, but not being
able to substantiate the statement with specimens I will not at the
present time claim this last variety in the avifauna of our
county.“65
He had read about the Ward’s heron (ardea herodias wardi)
in Coues’s Key to North American Birds, in which it was
mentioned as a large heron resembling both the great blue heron
and the great white heron. 66 The description was so brief and
imprecise that Pearson could not be certain that he had ever
seen a Ward’s heron. In the summer of 1892, as he was returning
to Guilford from a collecting trip to the Great Dismal Swamp
and Cobbs Island, Virginia, he visited the Smithsonian Institution and talked with Robert Ridgway, curator of birds and one of
the most eminent ornithologists in the United States.67 Ridgway
told him that the Ward’s heron was the large blue heron
commonly seen the year round in Florida and that the great blue
heron (ardea herodias herodias) was only an occasional winter
visitor. Later Pearson wrote to Frank Chapman asking for clarification. “Will you kindly inform me which is realy [sic] the
61.
62.
63.
64.

The Guilford Collegian, IV (October 1891). 53, IV (January 1892), 128.
Ibid., IV (January 1892), 128.
Ibid., VI (December 1893), 116.
Pearson, “The Ibises of Ledworth Lake,” 99-100; T. Gilbert Pearson,
“The Herons of Alachua County, Florida,” Ornithologist and Oologist,
XVII (March 1892), 36-37, XVII (May 1892), 71-72.
65. Pearson, “The Herons of Alachua County, Florida,” part I, 36.
66. Coues, Key to North American Birds, 658.
67. Pearson, Autobiography, 35; Paul H. Oehser, ed., Biographies of
Members of the American Ornithologists’ Union (Washington, 1954), 480.
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bird we have here.“68 Chapman agreed with Ridgway as to the
distinction between the two birds and as to which was the Florida
resident, but he did not regard them as representing two species.
Taking the view that appears now to prevail, he classified the
Ward’s heron as merely a “peninsular race,” or subspecies, of the
great blue.69
A teacher at Guilford gave Pearson two circulars issued by
the Audubon Society founded in 1886 by George Bird Grinnell,
editor of Forest and Stream, and disbanded by him in 1889.70
Drawing on these for information to support his own observations, Pearson composed an oration, “The Destruction of Our
American Birds,” that he delivered on May 21, 1892, at the
annual contest of the Websterian Society. Under the “despotic
rule of man,” Pearson wrote, “thousands upon thousands” of
birds were being needlessly destroyed each year. “This is not
done by the collecting naturalist, for he limits himself to a few
of the species; nor is the sportsman’s gun so very destructive.
But the great havoc is played by the murderous work of the
plume hunter— men who spend their entire time in the woods
and by the lakes killing birds for their plumes and feathers.”
Since the plume hunters killed because women wanted to
beautify themselves with feathers, Pearson tried to show the
cruelty by which such beauty was achieved. “In the Cypress
swamps of Florida I have stood and gazed with horror upon the
ghastly heaps of dead and putrifying Herons, while near by the
smouldering embers of a camp fire also bore witness of the
recent presence of the plume-hunter. But this was not all: on
every hand, and from the Cypress limbs above me, came the
screams of hundreds of starving young birds, while ever and
anon, weakened by exposure and starvation, one would fall to
the ground with a sickening thud.“71
At the World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago in 1893,
Pearson displayed the eggs of ten species of birds, some— possibly
Pearson to Chapman, August 1, 1894, Pearson folder, AMNH.
John K. Terres, The Audubon Society Encyclopedia of North American
Birds (New York, 1980), 501; Chapman, Handbook, 132.
70. Pearson, Autobiography, 34; T. Gilbert Pearson, “Fifty Years of Bird
Protection in the United States,” in American Ornithologists’ Union,
Fifty Years’ Progress of American Ornithology, 1883-1933, rev. ed. (Lancaster, Pennsylvania, 1933), 200-01.
71. T. Gilbert Pearson, “The Destruction of Our American Birds,” The
Guilford Collegian, IV (June 1892), 240-42, IV (June 1892), 251.
68.
69.
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all— of which he had collected in Florida. They were part of an
exhibit on North American birds mounted by Frank H. Lattin,
who had urged participation by readers of The Oologist. 72
Pearson provided eggs of the Florida barred owl, Florida
grackle, laughing gull, wood duck, little blue heron, chuck-will’swidow, fish crow, loggerhead shrike, brown-headed nuthatch, and
mockingbird.73 While on an errand for Guilford College, he
managed to visit the exposition.74
Pearson spent the summer of 1894 in Florida collecting for
the college museum. He stayed with his parents in Archer and
went on expeditions from there. He made a trip to Cedar Key,
from which a fishing boat took him to Connegan’s Reef to
collect brown pelicans. On other trips he collected minerals
and fossils and captured marine life that he put in bottles of
alcohol. During the course of the summer he mounted a total of
twenty-seven birds.75
In 1895, Pearson collaborated with the Woman’s Christian
Temperance Union of North Carolina in the publication of a
leaflet, Echoes From Bird Land. An Appeal to Women, urging
women to stop wearing bird feathers. Again he drew upon his
experience in Florida. Describing an American egret rookery
as he saw it after plume hunters had come and gone, he said, “The
air was filled with the screams of young birds pleading for food
which their dead mothers could never bring. The buzz of green
flies here and there in the swamp marked the spots where the
plume hunters had shot down their victims.“76
Pearson’s last summer in Florida was in 1896. Once more he
stayed with his parents in Archer and made trips from there,
collecting for Guilford College. For several days he was a guest
in a hunter’s one-room house near Palmetto, on the Manatee
River, where the two men lived on “cornbread, jerked venison,
dried grapes, and boiled buds of the cabbage palmetto.“77 Then
he walked to Terra Ceia Bay and boarded a fishing boat that
72.
73.
74.
75.

76.
77.

The Oologist, X (March 1893), 90.
Ibid., XI (January 1894), 14-20.
Pearson, Autobiography, 38.
The Guilford Collegian, VII (September 1894), 16, VII (November 1894),
73; T. Gilbert Pearson, “Hunting the Brown Pelican,” The Guilford
Collegian, VII (December 1894), 83-86.
T. Gilbert Pearson, Echoes From Bird Land. An Appeal to Women,
with message from Eula L. Dixon, “State Supt. Dept. of Mercy,
W.C.T.U., Snow Camp, N.C.” (1895), n.p.
Pearson, Autobiography, 39.

Published by STARS, 1983

19

Florida Historical Quarterly, Vol. 62 [1983], No. 2, Art. 4
178

F LORIDA H ISTORICAL QUARTERLY

took him to Bird Key (later Indian Key Bird Reservation).
During the night, he stumbled among the mangrove bushes
until he was able to collect a man-o-war-bird, some cormorants
and brown pelicans, and a clutch of brown pelican eggs.78 At
Archer, he collected an English sparrow, one of the first to be
recorded in that part of Florida.79 In the fall, he took these
specimens to Guilford, along with a black duck, a swallowtailed kite, a pair of roseate spoonbills, an assortment of nests,
and more than “fifty varieties of shells and other curiosities of
the sea.“80 He also took the message, as he put it in The Auk,
that there was a “falling off in the number of large waders” in
the parts of Florida he had visited.81
After graduating from Guilford in 1897, Pearson earned a
second bachelor’s degree at the University of North Carolina in
1899, returned to Guilford to teach for two years, 1899-1901, and
then taught at the State Normal and Industrial College for
Women in Greensboro (now the University of North Carolina
at Greensboro) from 1901 to 1904. Meanwhile, he published
numerous articles on birds and, in 1901, his first book, Stories of
Bird Life. In New York, the book was seen by William Dutcher,
chairman of the bird protection committee of the American
Ornithologists’Union, who asked Pearson to organize an Audubon society in North Carolina to promote adoption of a law to
82
protect non-game birds. When Pearson began serving as the
executive secretary of the state society, the preservation of birds
and other wildlife supplanted the study of them as his major
occupation. During the years 1904-1911, he divided his time
between the Audubon Society of North Carolina and the
National Association of Audubon Societies. In 1910, when
William Dutcher, first president of the National Association became ill, Pearson took over as the organization’s executive officer.
In 1911, after it became apparent that Dutcher would not soon
recover, Pearson resigned from the Audubon Society of North
Carolina and moved to New York. Upon Dutcher’s death in
1920, Pearson became president of the National Association. He
78.
79.
80.
81.
82.

T. Gilbert Pearson, “How We Got Our Man-o-War Bird,” The Guilford
Collegian, IX (November 1896), 76-78.
T. Gilbert Pearson, “Passer Domesticus at Archer, Fla., and Other
Florida Notes,” The Auk, XIV (January 1897), 99.
The Guilford Collegian, IX (September 1896), 16.
Pearson, “Passer Domesticus at Archer, Fla.,” 99.
Pearson, Autobiography, 66.

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol62/iss2/4

20

Orr: T. Gilbert Pearson: Young Ornithologist in Florida
T. G ILBERT PEARSON

179

held that position until he retired in 1934.
Although Pearson never returned to Florida to live, throughout his life he drew upon the knowledge he had acquired there.
Much of the content of Stories of Bird Life, which was designed
primarily to stimulate in young people an interest in birds, was
based on his observations in Florida. He also wrote The Bird
Study Book, Tales From Birdland, Adventures in Bird Protection, and numerous articles and educational leaflets. In addition, he was senior editor of Birds of America, senior author
of The Birds of North Carolina, and a major contributor to The
Book of Birds.
As secretary and then president of the National Association
of Audubon Societies, he made trips to Florida to study bird
colonies, lobby for legislation, and promote the establishment
and protection of bird reservations. For the Florida Department
of Game and Fish annual report of 1915, he wrote an article on
Florida bird life and listed 350 species of birds for which he could
find records for the state.83 Under his direction, the National Association organized Audubon clubs for children in Florida (2,000
clubs by 1930), distributed literature, provided lecturers, worked
for the establishment of federal reservations, paid wardens to
protect them, and supplied funds to help state officials enforce
the laws.84
In a historical survey of bird protection in Florida, Robert
W. Williams wrote, “The long and unremitting, but finally
triumphant struggle of the National Association of Audubon
Societies for the rescue from extinction of the plume birds of
Florida presents a record probably unparalleled in the annals of
conservation in this or any other country.“85
83. Howell, Florida Bird Life, 532-34.
84. Robert W. Williams, “History of Bird Protection in Florida,” in
Howell, Florida Bird Life, 54-56.
85. Ibid., 54. Pearson’s father died in Archer in 1917, and his mother the
following year. Pearson died in New York in 1943, and was buried in
Greensboro, North Carolina. His wife, the former Elsie Weatherly, a
graduate of the Normal and Industrial College for Women, whom he had
married in 1902, died in 1962. Also deceased are the couple’s three
children: Elizabeth Pearson (Mrs. Charles T.) Jackson, Thomas Gilbert
Pearson, Jr., and William Gillespie Pearson. The one grandchild, Charles
T. Jackson, Jr., became an attorney in New York. Helen Cubberly
Ellerbe to the author, January 29, 1983; New York Times, February
19, 1962; Margery Keith Kelly to the author, December 4, 1972; A. L.
Hoover to the author, November 27, 1972; Charles T. Jackson, Jr.,
interview with the author, May 29, 1973.
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